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turbines is usually the product of a waste heat boiler in the synthesis gas generation section.
Part of the major requirement and also of the minor power requirement, such as in pumps
for air, hydrocarbon feed, boiler feed water and CO2 removal solutions and fans for cooling
air and combustion gases, have been previously provided by small or condensing turbines,

5 which are less thermally efficient (about 30%) than pass-out turbines (75 - 80%); "small" c
means 1 megawatt or less. By the use of the invention minor requirements are provided
from the electricity generated by the fuel cell and also, if desired, by an engine in which
passed-out gas is let down from synthesis pressure, and consequently the relatively
mefficient small turbines are not used.

10 Many types of fuel cell can be used in the process of the invention. Cells using a liquid 1 q
acid electrolyte and electrodes not poisoned by carbon oxides are applicable to all

embodiments of the process. If electrodes poisoned by carbon monoxide such as platinum
are used it can be removed as described above. Cells employing molten alkali metal
carbonates as electrolyte are more suitable, because they operate at relatively high

15 temperatures (e.g. 400 - TOO^C) at which hydrogen-containing gas can be economically 15
provided from a catalytic process of the types included in the invention: for such a cell the
gas leaving an ammonia synthesis catalyst or methanated methanol synthesis pass-out gas
can be used. For hot gases there can be used cells having solid electrolytes, for example
zirconia/calcia or zirconia/yttria. The high temperature cells have the further advantage of

20 producing steam as a by-product, which can be used in the process for e.g. heating a 20
methanol distillation column or for the shift reaction.

Cells of the type being developed for public utility operation by for example, Pratt and
Whitney Inc. are especially useful for the process of the invention, being designed for large
output. The cell output may be used directly or via a pulsing system to give an alternating

25 current output. A suitable cell system is described by Farns, Energy Dev. IEEE Power 25
Engineering Society Papers, 1974, 42-46.

In a useful form of the invention, the gas fed to the fuel cell from a carbon oxide
hydrogenation process such as methanol synthesis reacts in the cell to give a residual gas
enriched in carbon oxides, and the residual gas is recycled to the hydrogenation process.

30 Since the predominant reaction in the fuel cell is oxidation of hydrogen, a residual gas 3Q
enriched in other components, usually methane, with nitrogen and noble gases in ammonia
synthesis or carbon oxides in carbon oxide hydrogenations, is produced by the cell. It is

used as a fuel, suitably for heating a primary reformer, in synthesis gas generation or, if its

inerts content is not too high, recycled to synthesis gas generation as process feed.

35 The oxidising component of the fuel cell is most conveniently air. and can be taken from 25
the compressed air supply already present in the process if it includes a secondary reformer
or an air-separation plant in its synthesis gas generation section.

A flowsheet of one preferred form of methanol synthesis process according to the
invention is shown in the accompanying drawing.

40 Fresh synthesis gas is fed at point 10 where it mixes with a recycle gas stream from 40
methanol separator 28. The mixed gas is fed to the synthesis reactor partly cold at quench
inlets 12 and for the remainder via heat exchanger 14 to the reactor at inlet 16. Reaction
takes place in catalyst bed 18, the temperature being controlled by cold gas injected at

quench inlets 12. Hot reacted gas leaving the reactor is divided at 20 mto two streams. One
45 stream passes through purge gas heater 22 and then through exchanger 24. which is a water 45

healer providing pressurised not water feed to be used in boilers in synthesis gas generation
(not shown). The other stream passes through feed gas preheater 14 in which it heats
synthesis gas to catalyst inlet temperature and is then reunited with the first stream leaving
water heater 24. The combined reacted gas stream is further cooled in recycle gas heater 26

50 possibly also in additional coolers not shown, until it reaches the dew point of methanol, 5Q
and is passed into product separator 28. Aqueous methanol is taken off at the bottom of

separator 28 and unreacted gas at the top, whence it passes by either of two paths to recycle

and methanation. On path A, shown by the full hne, it is heated in exchanger 26 and
divided at point 30A into a recycle stream to point 10 and a purge stream via heater 22 to

55 the inlet of exchanger 32. On path B, shown by the pecked line, the purge stream is taken at 55
30B instead of 30A and passed cold to the inlet of exchanger 32. In exchanger 32 the purge
gas is heated by hot effluent from catalytic methanator 34. The methanated gas leaving

exchanger 32 is still hot and is passed through turbine 36 in which it is expanded with

cooling. The turbine effluent is fed to the anode of the fuel cell 38 (which represents a

60 battery of fuel cells electrically connected in series), in which its hydrogen reacts with 50
oxygen fed to the cathode at 40. Reaction of the purge gas produces a residual gas depleted

in hydrogen and enriched in methane, which is withdrawn at 44 and passed to synthesis gas

generation. If air is the source of oxygen, a gas depleted in oxygen is withdrawn at 46. If the

fuel cell is of the high temperature type, steam is produced at 48 and passed to the re-boilers

65 of the methanol distillation section or to boiler feed water heaters. 55
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Although the flowsheet shows a quench-type reactor, it will be appreciated that it can be
readily adapted to employ other types of reactor or succession of reactors in a once-through
system. Furthermore it will be appreciated that variations are possible in the extent of
heating the purge gas. The use of methanator 34 is preferred because it effects substantial

5 removal of carbon oxides from the gas as well as increasing its temperature. 5
Turbine 36 can drive a compressor or pump in the plant directly, but preferably drives an

electrical generator, thus providing, with fuel cell output 42, part of the power-supply for
the electrically driven machines of the plant.

In a plant producing 1000 metric tons per day of methanol by steam reforming natural
10 gas, removing excess steam by condensation, compressing the dry gas to 90 atm. abs, 10

pressure and reacting it over a copper-containing catalyst, a purge gas at 35**C with the
following composition % % is taken at the rate of 1997.3 kg mol/hour:

15 CO 2.05 15

CO2 2.5

H2 78.1
20

CH4
20

15.1

N2 + inert gases 1.98

25 H2O 0.03 25

methanol 0.25

30
dimethyl ether 0.017

30

It is passed through a supported nickel catalyst in a methanator to produce, at an outlet
temperature of 326'C, 1814.2 kg mol/hour of a gas having the composition

35
H2O

35
8.1

CH4 21.9

40 H2 67.8 40

N2 + inert gases 2.2

45 (The temperature 326°C is measured at the exit of heater 32). This gas is let down through 45
turbine 36 to 4 atm abs. pressure, temperature 126X and fed to fuel cell 38. The turbine
drives a generator producing 3.3 megawatts of electricity. The fuel cell produces 30
megawatts and also 50 metric tons per hour of low pressure steam.
NOTE: This power output is that of the process following path B on the flowsheet.

50 Following path A the temperature of the feed gas entering exchanger 32 would be 50
conveniently 235'*C and that of the reacted gas entering turbine 36 thus about 526X, so that
a proportionately higher power output from turbine 36 would be obtained.
WHAT WE CLAIM IS:

1. A process of catalytic hydrogenation, which process comprises the stages of
55 fa) generating a reactant mixture comprising hydrogen and a hydrogenatable material; 55

(b) passing the reactants over a hydrogenation catalyst;
(c) condensing and separating a liquid product;
(d) passing out an ofi-gas comprising hydrogen;
(e) by recovering energy generating electricity by oxidising hydrogen in the off-gas in a

60 fuel cell; and 60
(f) recycling residual gas from the fuel cell to stage (a) as fuel or process feed.
2. A process according to claim 1 which is ammonia synthesis and includes the stages of
(a) generating a fresh synthesis gas containing nitrogen and hydrogen;
(b) reacting the fresh synthesis gas, mixed with a recycle gas to be described, over an

65 ammonia synthesis catalyst to effect partial conversion to ammonia; 65
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(c) cooling the catalyst effluent gas, and condensing ammonia from it;

(d) recyclmg the gas after separating the ammonia and uniting it with fresh synthesis
gas;

(e) purging a minor proportion of the gas in order to prevent excessive build-up of the
5 proportion of unreactive gases therein;

(f) generating electricity by reacting hydrogen in the purge gas in one or more fuel cells*
and

'

(g) recycling residual gas from the fuel cell or cells to stage (a) as fuel or process feed.
3. A process according to claim 1 which is a carbon oxide hydrogenation and includes

10 the stages of

(a) generating a fresh synthesis gas containing hydrogen and either or both or carbon
monoxide and carbon dioxide;

(b) reacting a fresh synthesis gas, usually mixed with a recycle gas to be described, over
a catalyst to effect partial conversion to synthetic hydrogenation products;

15 fc) cooling the catalyst effluent gas and condensmg products from it; 15
(d) passing hydrogen-containing gas left over after separating the products to further

catalytic conversion, such as by recycling it and uniting it with fresh synthesis gas;
(e) passing gas out of the synthesis system;
(f) generating electricity by reacting hydrogen in the passed-out gas in one or more fuel

20 cells; and
20

(g) recycling residual gas from the fuel cell or cells to stage (a) as fuel or process feed.
4. A process according to any one of the preceding claims in which the off-gas at

superatmospheric pressure is heated by heat exchange with a hot stream in the catalytic
process or synthesis gas generation process.

25 5. A process according to any one of the preceding claims in which the off-gas is let 25
down in an expansion engine.

6. A process according to any one of claims 1 and 3 to 5 which produces an off-gas
containing also carbon monoxide and which includes the stage of reacting the off-gas with
steam to convert carbon monoxide to hydrogen before passing it to the fuel cell.

30 7. A process according to any one of claims 1 and 3 to 5 in which the process is methanol 30
synthesis operated with excess hydrogen, the purge gas contains hydrogen in excess of the
quantity that can be methanated by the carbon oxides present in it, and the whole purge is

methanated before passing it to the fuel cell.

8. A hydrogenation process according to any one of the preceding claims in which
35 major mechanical power requirements are provided by pass-out turbines driven by steam 35

from a waste-heat boiler in a synthesis §as generation section and minor power
requirements are provided from the electricity generated in the fuel cell.

9. A process according to any one of the preceding claims in which the fuel cell uses a
liquid acid electrolyte and electrodes not poisoned by carbon oxides.

40 10. A process according to any one of claims 1 to 8 in which the fuel cell employs molten 40
alkali metal carbonates as electrolyte.

11. A process according to any one of claims 1 to 8 in which the fuel cell is of the high
temperature type using a solid electrolyte,

ll A process according to claim 10 or claim 11 in which the fuel cell generates
45 by-product steam and that steam is used in the process. 45

13. A methanol synthesis process according to any one of claims 1, 3 to 5 and 8 to 12 so
far as dependent thereon, in which a gas enriched in carbon oxides is recovered from the
fuel cell and recycled to the synthesis catalyst.

14. A catal)[tic process of hydrogenation substantially as described with respect to the
50 foregoing drawing. 50

15. Methanol whenever produced by a process according to any one of claims 1 and 3
to 14.

J. L. BETON,
55 Agents for the Applicants. 55

Printed l»r Her Majesty'i Stationery Office, bjr Ooydon Printiaf Compaiiy Umited, Croydon. Suney. 1981.
Publiihed by Tlje Pitent Office. 23 Southunpton Buttdiagf, London, WC2A IAY. from
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